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Abstract
The purpose of this research is to examine how satirical television news programs
respond to tragedies in comparison to traditional news programming. The crisis chosen was the
Pulse night shooting that took place in Orlando, Florida, on June 12, 2016. Clips from satirical
and traditional news shows were examined to understand how the programs responded to the
tragedy. In response to the attack, satirical programs offered themes that differed from
traditional news programs. Satirists explored the theme of sadness and frustration while
journalists explored the facts and why the shooting took place. Findings revealed that news
programs prioritized uncovering the facts while humorous programs focused on the emotional
impact of the shooting. Satirical hosts asked their audiences why these shootings continued to
happen and questioned what could be done to prevent another one. The findings also revealed
that satirical and traditional news programs play different and unique roles in responding to
crises.
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Chuckling Through a Crisis
“If the events of September 11, 2011, have proven anything, it’s that the terrorists can attack us,
but they can’t take away what makes us American —our freedom, our liberty, our civil rights.
No, only General Attorney John Ashcroft can do that”
– John Stewart, The Daily Show
On September 26, 2001, two weeks after the terror attacks on The World Trade Center
and the Pentagon, satirical newspaper The Onion published an article with the headline
“American Life Turns into a Bad Jerry Bruckheimer Movie.” The image of the planes crashing
into the twin towers was captioned “an actual scene from real life” (The Onion). A humorous
article written right after one of the worst attacks on American soil was a risky move for the
newspaper, especially in a period in which comedy was seemingly at a standstill (Achter, 2008).
The attack created ripples throughout the comedy world. After taking week-long breaks from
taping, late-night talk show hosts Jay Leno, David Letterman and Conan O’ Brien were
introspective, choosing to reflect on how the country could possibly move forward following the
attack. (Achter, 2008). Even The Daily Show aired reruns for two weeks (Achter, 2008). But
comedy has always played a special role in helping society heal during tragedies, and in 2001
The Onion was willing to step up to the plate (Achter, 2008).
In an interview with Yahoo News in 2011, John Krewson, a longtime writer for The
Onion, stated, “Everyone thought this would be our last issue in print” (Stableford, 2011, p. 1).
Fortunately for the magazine most of the feedback from readers was positive, and interest in the
satirical outlet grew. The day after the publication released its first issue after 9/11, The Onion’s
website received more than double the amount of web traffic (Achter, 2008). Perhaps readers
responded positively because the articles that were written following the attacks walked a fine
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line. The commentary was poignant and humorous while illustrating the shock and uncertainty
that Americans were experiencing at the time (Stableford, 2011). As Krewson would later say in
an interview with The Huffington Post following the attack on Charlie Hebdo, “People were
frankly ready to stop wringing their hands…what we came up with was what everyone was
feeling, our feelings of powerlessness, our feelings of incoherence. We had to do something but
didn’t know what to do” (Lulppold, 2010). Thus, The Onion’s response to an unprecedented
attack would set a precedent for how satirical programs would respond to tragedies.
Fourteen years after 9/11, satirists had to respond to an attack on one of their own. On
November 13, 2015, three masked gunmen stormed the Paris office of Charlie Hebdo, a satirical
magazine that had become known for its caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad (Blumberg,
2015). The attacks, which resulted in the deaths of 12 journalists and illustrators, prompted
satirists across the world to publish pieces of humor and solidarity (Blumberg, 2015). On social
media, fans of The New Yorker circulated a blog post written by cartoon editor Bob Mankoff.
The post contained a cartoon that was captioned “Please enjoy this culturally, ethically,
religiously and politically correct cartoon responsibly. Thank You” (Puente, 2015). The image
underneath was an empty box. The message was clear. Despite the attacks satirists would
continue to defend their “right to make fun” (Puente, 2015, p. 10).
Ancient Greek choruses could be considered the world’s first humorists. Greek choruses
would take on the role of audience members commenting on comedic situations taking place on
stage (Hall, 2015). Satire has been a staple of democracy “from its inception as a recognized
element of the festival. Comedy was intimately tied to the democracy —the form of sovereign
power held by the free populace” (Hall, 2015, p. 13). Ancient engraving revealed that the first
“comic chorus” was established by citizens of northeast Athens. Satirical comedy was created in
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response to the revolution that overthrew Athenian tyrants in 507 B.C (Hall, 2015). This comedy
was different; it did not romanticize heroes, instead aiming to insult public figures (Hall, 2015).
Performers would wear bizarre costumes complete with distorted limbs and grotesque masks
ridiculing well known citizens’ physical features (Hall, 2015). They talked openly about the
corruption taking place within the government (Hall, 2015). The verbal assault that public
figures experienced in comedic theatre made Saturday Night Live sketches seem like a gentle
scolding by comparison.
The relationship between comedy and political power is just as important in the 21st
century. Will Ferrell’s depiction of George Bush and Darrell Hammond’s parody of Bill Clinton
may be milder than the caricatures used in Greek theatre, but the goal is the same: to bring those
in power down a peg. The only difference is that citizens can now ridicule public figures on
social media. From “unpresidented” to “Covefefe,” one can only look at how the internet reacts
whenever President Donald Trump blunders. One characteristic of a democratic society is its
ability to encourage unlimited comedic expression (Hall, 2015). The power of satire is so potent
that there are still many countries in the world that have banned its circulation (Hall, 2015). For
example, Iran, North Korea and Brazil have all banned the production of political mockery (Hall,
2015).
Centuries after the festivals of ancient Greece, humorous political observations were
perfected by one of the first well-known political satirists, Jonathan Swift. In his work A Modest
Proposal, he suggests eating children to combat overpopulation (Swift, 1729). Swift’s outlandish
suggestion could be compared to many of the sketches on The Colbert Report. Following the
Boston Marathon bombing, Stephen Colbert paid tribute to the victims while both praising and
mocking the fortitude of Bostonians. Colbert joked that Boston was founded by the Pilgrims,
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“people so tough that they had to buckle their Goddamn hats on (Colbert, 2013).” He also
mentioned that Boston “withstood an 86-year-losing streak” courtesy of the Boston Red Sox.
John Oliver used a similar brand of humor after the attack on Charlie Hebdo. In a profanityfilled rant he slammed the attackers, calling them “fucking assholes” while praising the
endurance of the French people (Oliver, 2015). Oliver claimed the attackers’ “bankrupt”
ideology would not stand a chance against French culture, calling the croquembouche a “French
freedom tower.” After the Boston bombing and the shooting at Charlie Hebdo, satirists were
poised to directly take on the Pulse attack.
The Tragedy
On June 12, 2016, a gunman stormed The Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida on Latin
night. The club was a popular hangout for members of the LGBTQ community. The tragedy not
only brought up issues with gun violence but also homophobia, Islamophobia and xenophobia.
The shooting left at least 50 people dead and 53 more injured, making it one of the deadliest
mass shootings in modern U.S. history (CBS News). The attack also took place during a year the
U.S. experienced 136 mass shootings. While traditional news journalists immediately reported
on the crisis the day it took place, comedians took a few days to digest and unpack the crisis.
After the shooting, Samantha Bee, comedian and host of TBS’ Full Frontal with
Samantha Bee, railed at Congress’s unwillingness to compromise on gun control. Not only did
Bee’s rant reveal the frustrations of many Americans, an ABC News poll that was conducted
following the shooting revealed that 85% of Americans supported gun control legislation, but she
also made her viewers laugh through a tragic situation. Fans on social media praised Bee’s
willingness to forego objectivity and illustrate what many Americans were thinking. Vanity Fair
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called her response “a much-needed wake-up call.” The Onion’s response to 9/11 paved the way
for Bee’s response to the nightclub shooting.
The objective of this research is to compare responses to tragedy by political
entertainment and traditional news. Segments of comedic television shows are examined in
comparison to traditional news programming. The hypothesis of this study is that satirical hosts
were not influenced by journalistic standards, and could respond to the Pulse shooting without
objectivity. The assumption is that the intent of satirical programming is to engage with viewers
and continue the discussion. The language and the framing of satirical news programs are
analyzed in comparison to traditional news programs. The prevalent themes of the existing
literature are satire and comedy’s response to controversies in the political world, viewers’
response to satirical hosts’ commentary and the ways in which satirists can express themselves in
ways that a journalist cannot.
Literature Review
The literature explores the effects of political satire on its audience and how satire
influences audience’s interpretation of traditional news coverage. Next, framing methods are
compared. The framing methods used by traditional news programming are compared to that of
satirical news programming. The reliability of satire as a news source will be explored. Lastly,
literature exploring the effects of “real” and “fake” news will be analyzed.
Effects of Political Satire
First it is important to examine how political satire has influenced the ways viewers
consume and interpret the news. Political satire has both entertainment and educational value.
Scholars have examined the effects and value of the genre. Boomgaarden, Boukes, Moorman,
and de Vreese (2015) explained that “political satire, by means of incongruity, allows for new
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ways of looking at political matters and can make the ‘taken-for-granted’ less self-explanatory
and influence attitude formation” (Boomgarden et al., 2015, p. 721). Previous scholarship has
examined the effects of satire such as The Daily Show with John Stewart, The Colbert Report,
Saturday Night Live and late-night talk show monologues. Prior research attempted to identify
the relationship between consumption of political satire and its persuasion-based effects (Benski,
Esralew, Holbert, Tethered, & Walther, 2013). Much of the literature focused on the direct
persuasive effects of political satire, rather than the fundamental changes within the satirical
genre (Boomgarden et al., 2015). This means that previous research has focused on satire’s
influence on political engagement and comprehension. The scholarship concluded that political
entertainment had a role that differed from that of conventional news, and both genres should be
interpreted through different perspectives.
Other literature examined the relationship between those who frequently view political
satire and their political participation. Previous researchers had not been able to identify a direct
relationship between the persuasive influence of political satire and political participation
(Benski et al., 2013). Scholars who have studied effects of satire have attempted to analyze the
state of mind of TV audiences and how they interpret the genre (Benski et al., 2013). Holbert
and Young found that satire held a small amount of influential power, but viewers held political
satire in a different category from conventional news. Audiences relied on satirical programming
for commentary rather than information (Benski et al., 2013).
Recent literature examined why satirical news has been preferred by millennials over
traditional news outlets. Researchers found that political satire offered a simplistic, humorous
way of analyzing complex situations and created a perspective that differed from the one offered
in traditional news outlets (Boomgaarden et al., 2015). Research that has been done in the last
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two years attempted to understand how satirical programs affected the political attitudes of those
who frequently view it. (Boomgaarden et al., 2015). The literature noted that satire is diverse and
“thus difficult to isolate as producing specific types of persuasion-based processes of influence”
(Holbert et al., 2013, p.172) While previous research looked at how political content influences
viewers, more recent literature examined how humor influences viewers. Overall, the recent
literature is similar in attempting to understand how viewers interpret political satire versus how
they interpret traditional news programs.
Hmielowski, Holbert and Lee (2011) analyzed the effects of political satire. Hmielowski
(2011) argued the importance of researching audiences’ preference of satire over conventional
news. As audiences shifted towards satire it influenced the way they consume “real” news.
During the 2004 presidential elections, The Colbert Report and The Daily Show attracted more
viewers ages 18-24 than Nightline and Meet the Press (Lallo, 2014). A 2012 Pew Research study
found that younger voters trust satirical news more than traditional news programs (Pew, 2014).
In his analysis of The Daily Show, Hmielowski claimed that these programs have resulted in a
new kind of journalism (Hmielowski et al., 2011). The Daily Show writers used narrative and
framing techniques that not only entertain but inform.
Political Satire and Framing
One aspect that influenced the persuasiveness of political satire is the way in which it is
framed (Boomgarden et al., 2015). Academics examined how political satire framed stories
differently from traditional news outlets. For example, Young (2013) looked at how The Daily
Show and The Colbert Report both legitimized and delegitimized the Occupy Wall Street
movement. Young argued that “mass media came to play an increasingly important role in
constructing and framing the Occupy movement and what it would come to mean to policy
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makers and to the American public” (Young, 2013, p. 372). As satirical news hosts, Jon Stewart
and Stephen Colbert had more freedom to make fun of the Occupy protests. For example,
Stewart was once criticized for belittling the movement “by playing to right-wing stereotypes of
protesters as self-indulgent neo-hippies” (Young, 2013, p. 372).
Only recently have satirical news programs begun to utilize framing techniques that were
used solely for traditional news outlets (Young, 2013, p. 372). The dominant news media
appeared to support the status quo. Hart (2013) claimed that traditional news outlets use a “here’s
what happened” method of framing, while satirical news outlets use “responsibility and
morality” framing (Hart, 2013, p. 341). Thus, when it comes to social upheaval, traditional news
outlets will cover the arrests, violence and chaos of a movement rather than the cause of a
movement (Young, 2013). Prior research examined the gap that political satire fills in the news
spectrum. When it comes to news coverage of poignant stories, satire offers a unique perspective
in the news field (Young, 2013).
Another factor that influenced framing of mainstream media is that traditional news
outlets operate under corporate organizations. Baumgartner (2015) examined how satirical news
programs have more freedom to tailor traditional news framing methods. For instance, The Daily
Show and The Colbert Report were on Comedy Central. Unlike traditional networks Comedy
Central does not have a news division, and its programs are structured differently than late-night
talk shows on broadcast networks. The news programs on Comedy Central are parodies of
traditional news programming (Baumgartner, 2015). For instance, The Colbert Report show is a
spoof of right-wing political news programs such as Fox News (Baugmartner, 2015). Therefore,
these programs had the freedom to criticize mainstream media coverage of events.
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Crisis Framing
Jorndrup (2016) specifically looked at traditional news framing during a crisis, studying
Danish media coverage of the shooting that took place at a synagogue in Copenhagen. News
programs followed journalistic protocol while covering the incident (Jorndrup, 2016). The
media’s coverage began immediately following the attack and continued in the weeks afterward.
Twenty-four-hour news programming had ongoing coverage on television and online (Jorndrup,
2016). Jorndrup argued that in certain cases the media reports under a “terror frame” that has
existed since the attack on the World Trade Center, meaning that journalists connect a specific
attack to the terrorism taking place in the rest of the world (Jorndrup, 2016). His theory is that
9/11 was a turning point for media coverage on terrorist attacks. The attack was unexpected and
took place in a city with multiple TV stations and everything went directly on air to the public.
(Jorndrup, 2016). Jorndrup (2016) also argued that when threats to national security are involved
journalists should forego “fact gathering and neutral reporting” (p. 88). Jorndrup summarized
previous researchers that claimed journalists should have three roles during a crisis “(1) to bring
about safety (2) participate in remembrance, and (3) reconnect with ordinary life” (Jorndrup,
2016, p.89). He said these three objectives often influence traditional news framing.
Wojcieszak (2005) examined the strengths and weaknesses of framing while analyzing
news outlet Al Jazeera. Wojcieszak acknowledged that western researchers already studied
political powers’ influence over the media but he attempted to extend their analysis. He had two
arguments. The first is that framing is heavily influenced by those in power. His second
argument is that satellite networks like Al Jazeera do not have to conform to traditional news
framing (Wojcieszak, 2005). Al Jazeera had the freedom to by-pass the established media
narrative while questioning the national discourse (Wojciezak, 2005). Journalists use frames to
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select and tailor certain parts of reality, and audiences use frames to interpret events and shape
experiences (Wojcieszak, 2005) However, he does point out that framing techniques prioritize
some interests over others.
Hoffner (2017) studied news coverage of mass shootings, specifically the one at Virginia
Tech. Hoffner looked at how media coverage of the incident influenced viewers’ perceptions of
mental illness (Hoffner, 2017). Hoffner argued that opinions of mental illness are shaped by
negative images in the media after a mass shooting (Hoffner, 2017). To a broader extent Hoffner
found that personal experiences influence how audiences interpret news coverage around an
issue (Hoffner, 2017). The study looked at how not only the media frame stories but how
audiences do as well (Hoffner, 2017).
Satire and Reliability
Some academics have questioned whether satire’s freedom to criticize mainstream media
diminishes its reliability. Researcher Roderick P. Hart (2013) examined the reliability of satirical
news sources and what happens when individuals watch exclusively satirical news programs.
Unlike traditional news programs, satirical programs are not expected to be objective. Previous
researchers have argued that relying on satirical news programs for information can be
problematic, because content reflects the views of the host. Hart (2013) examined how The Daily
Show reflected Jon Stewart’s view of the world. Hart further examined the role of satirical news
programs and questioned whether the programs are expected to reliably inform the public or
serve a deeper meaning in encouraging their audience to think critically (Hart, 2013). Hart cited
previous research arguing that satirical news programs influence their audience to question
traditional news norms (Hart, 2013).
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Another aspect that undermined the reliability of political satire is that for the most part,
the hosts are playing a role. As Baumgartner (2015) argued The Colbert Report is making fun of
conservative news programs. Amber Day (2011) examined what she refers to as “ironic
authenticity” (Day, 2011, p. 24). Day claimed that hiding behind extreme characters gives
satirists more freedom to be honest. She used the person “Reverend Billy” as an example.
Reverend Billy is played by an actor named Bill Talen. The persona became so popular that he
was featured on Morgan’s Spurlock’s documentary What Would Jesus Buy (2007). Reverend
Billy mirrored every conservative and overzealous politician that is satirized on Saturday Night
Live. He “preaches with genuine emotion and conviction, momentarily co-opting the real power
that the preacher figure exerts, allowing everyone else to get caught up in his fervor, but still
maintaining a safely ironic gap” (Day, 2011, p. 179). The popularity of personas such as Colbert
and Reverend Billy illustrate viewers’ attraction to irony, parody and satire. Day points out that
these personas offered viewers a “perfect combination of passion and purpose tempered with a
knowing wink” (p. 181). However, reliability is questioned when viewers rely on stereotypes as
a legitimate source of information. For example, an Australian drag performer who parodied a
prime ministerial candidate damaged the real politician’s campaign and could have contributed
to her loss (Day, 2011). This is an example of viewers taking a stereotype as fact.
Fake versus Real News
Since Donald Trump has taken office the term “fake” news has been thrust into the
spotlight. Jeffrey P. Jones (2010) has done research on the differences between “fake” and
“real” news, how audiences consume parody news programs versus traditional news programs.
Jones mentioned a Pew study that found 4% of people under the age of 30 were informed by late
night talk shows (Jones, 2010). He used this study to look at why audiences have substituted
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traditional news outlets with entertainment programming. Jones confronted the myth that
audiences cannot distinguish between real news and fake news by using The Daily Show as an
example of a satirical program that both entertains and informs. Satirical news programs offer
humor while cutting to the heart of the matter (Jones, 2010). He argued that Stewart’s
journalistic style “allows the show’s writers and host to question, dispel and critique
manipulative language…while simultaneously opening up deeper truths about politics” that
differs from objective reporting expected from traditional news outlets.
Political Satire and Perspective
Day (2010), Jones (2010) and Sienkiewicz (2012) have researched the liberating powers
of satirical news programs. Television news satires have taken on the role of foils against
superficial movements in government and mainstream media (Sienkiewicz, 2012). These
programs hold a unique perspective “to expose the extent to which citizens are removed from the
institutions that shape their daily lives” (Sienkiewicz 2012, p. 107). Jones (2010) claimed that
this perspective is illustrated in the personas that many satirists take on. When Colbert parodied
right-wing news hosts, he had the opportunity to not only reveal the distorted relationship
between hosts and their audiences but also between politicians and their constituents —a
delicate, complex dynamic in which the host “flatters and seduces them, then joins them in
attacking a common enemy real or imagined” (Jones, 2010, p.187) Therefore, by making fun of
the content of the news satirists create a space in which the status quo can be questioned.
Politics and Entertainment
Bronwell (2016) examined the blurred lines between politics and entertainment, a
blurriness that has cause 47% of American voters to rely on satirical programming to get their
news (Pew Research Center, 2014). In the past, political historians have dismissed the role of
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entertainment in politics (Bronwell, 2016). However, entertainment has created news ways for
presidents to connect with mass audiences. Bronwell looked at President Obama’s appearance
on The Colbert Report in 2014. Obama’s appearance was an example of politicians using
entertainment to not only win elections but to govern. Bronwell traced the union of politics and
entertainment back to the creation of Saturday Night Live, one of the first shows to use humor
and political satire to attract an audience (Bronwell, 2016). SNL featured a news spoof called
Evening Update (now known as Weekend Update) in which actor/comedian Chevy Chase would
make fun of news in the political world. Commercials featured during this segment would make
fun of the military, mainstream media and other parts of “the establishment” (Bronwell, 2016)
Satire and Realism
Researchers have examined the role of satire and how it can reflect changes that take
place within society. For example, Bebber (2014) examined the significance of the BBC
television sitcom Till Death Us Do Part (1965-1968, 1972-1975). Bebber extended the research
of other academics who looked to the show as a reflection of the political changes that took place
in postcolonial England (Bebber, 2014). The sitcom was called groundbreaking in its “depiction
of authentic working-class conventions, even as it satirized the extreme politics of some British
workers (p. 254).” BBC even promoted the show as social realism and political satire. Bebber
argued that the show reflected Britain’s social upheaval that took place in the 1960s and 1970s.
Bebber analyzed the show within a historical context. During the 1960s television producers and
writers had opportunities to explore new forms of political satire. The satirical humor of the
show created two audiences; one that understands the jokes and another that was offended by the
joke or misunderstood them altogether (Bebber, 2014). The audience that understood the jokes
praised the show, particularly how characters discussed sensitive topics such as race, class,
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gender and generation (Bebber, 2014). Bebber claimed that the show evolved from a sitcom into
a program that embraced social anxieties that were taking place during the 1960s and 1970s.
Satire and Scandals/Tragedies
Satirical programs have responded to scandals that took place in politics. Researchers
examined how late-night talk show hosts took advantage of scandals such as Watergate, The
Lewinsky Scandal, and the Florida recount. Baumgartner (2015) claimed that comedians chose
to make fun of the politicians rather than the event itself —apart from the Florida recount in
which comedians poked fun at the voting system’s inefficiency. The jokes about a politician
would increase as coverage of the scandal grew in the traditional news media. While traditional
news programming reported the facts, late-night hosts’ commentary could be more irreverent and
controversial (Baumgartner, 2015).
Little research has been done on how satirical news programs have responded to
tragedies. Baumgartner (2015) briefly looked at how late-night talk show hosts responded to the
9/11 attacks. He examined how the “rally around the flag” effect influenced talk show hosts and
how jokes about George W. Bush diminished during that time. However, following 9/11
comedians and satirists were willing to make jokes about terrorism. Baumgartner described the
willingness to joke about “the war on terror” as “a lighthearted way to let audiences laugh about
what is normally a dead serious topic” (Baumgartner et al., 2015, p. 121). Of the five late-night
hosts at the time of the attacks, Conan O’ Brien told the fewest jokes while Jon Stewart told the
most. Baumgartner claimed that taking advantage of his role as a comedian. Stewart told more
jokes to illustrate his personal outrage regarding the Iraq war. Other jokes regarding terrorism
centered on terrorism policy particularly homeland security and defense, the airline industry and
New York City (Baumgartner et al., 2015).
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Maisel and McClennon (2014) mentioned that while late- night comedians were reluctant
to joke after 9/11, the satirical newspaper The Onion continued to produce content following the
attacks. The magazine offered an alternative to the emotional and tragic nature of the news post9/11 (Maisel & McClennon, 2014). Only a week after the attacks The Onion issued a special
edition of the magazine titled “Attack on America: Holy Fucking Shit.” While most comedians
played it safe, The Onion offered levity to what many humorists called “the worst news
environment in the history of our nation” (Maisel & McClennon 2014, p. 24). Scholars cited
literature that examined the production of traditional news programs in comparison to satirical
news programs, along with the genre’s influence on audiences. Based on the review of the
literature, the following research questions are proposed.
Research Questions
1.

How did satirical news program hosts Samantha Bee, John Oliver, Larry Wilmore
and Trevor Noah respond to the Pulse nightclub shooting in comparison to hosts on
NBC and CNN news programs?

2. What themes emerged in coverage of the Pulse nightclub shooting in satirical
television programming?
3. How were the themes of the Pulse nightclub shooting in satirical television
programming different than in traditional news programming?
Method
Four clips from satirical news programs were examined. Textual analysis was used to
answer the research questions. Textual analysis is a method used to interpret the parts of a
recorded or visual message (Botan, Frey, & Kreps, 1999). This method is important for this
study because it required close reading the content to find what themes emerged. The clips were
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from Full Frontal with Samantha Bee on June 13, 2016, (7:49), The Daily Show with Trevor
Noah on June 14, 2016, (8:45) Last Week Tonight with John Oliver on June 12, 2016, (1:41), and
The Nightly Show with Larry Wilmore on June 16, 2016, (4:38). The clips were obtained from
the shows’ official YouTube channels. These programs were chosen because they were among
the best-known political entertainment programs. In particular, John Oliver’s segment calling for
his viewers to #MakeDonaldDrumpfAgain garnered 59 million views on Facebook and 19
million clicks on YouTube (Klein, 2016). The shows also consistently responded to tragedies
immediately after they happened.
The satirical programs were compared to three segments from NBC Nightly News on June
15, 2016, (3:26), PBS News hour on June 12, 2016, (3:30) and BBC World News on June
12, 2016, (9:21). The news program clips were obtained from the network’s official YouTube
channels. The segments will take place from June 12, 2016, - June 16, 2016. The time frame of
clips of a week immediately following the Pulse nightclub shooting was chosen because
immediately following a tragedy is when discussions about gun control in the media are at their
peak. Qualitative analysis was used to examine the language that was used in the clips.
In Loopstra, Mckee, Reeves, and Stuckler’s (2015) study about the World Health
Organization’s guideline on sugar intake, textual analysis is used to examine the language of the
guidelines. As with this research comparing traditional and satirical news, Loopstra’s study was
comparative. The terminology used in sugar intake guidelines was compared to previous
guidelines (Loopstra et al., 2015). The goal of the Loopstra’s study was to examine textual
differences between the first draft and final draft of the World Health Organization’s guidelines
for sugar intake for adults and children (Loopstra et al., 2015). This research comparing political
entertainment and conventional news mirrored Loopstra’s since language from two sources were
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compared. Loopstra’s study relied on the textual analysis program Wordscores. However, this
analysis of satire is qualitative and did not use a textual analysis program but relied on a detailed
examination of the language used in the satirical programs and a comparison of it with traditional
news programs.
As a model to closely examine word choice, Jenny Rose’s (2015) analysis of prayer text
recited by Zoroastrians was used. In Rose’s (2015) study, she examined the placement of certain
terms within the prayers. In this examination, the placement of expletives within the comedic
segments was analyzed. Following the Pulse Nightclub shooting the response from satirical
programs contained many expletives—implying condemnation— while responses from
traditional news programs were less judgmental. The casual language of the entertainment
programs was compared to the formal language of the traditional programming. The journalists
recapped events while satirical hosts appeared to assume that their audience was already
informed. The combined models of Loopstra and Rose’s studies analyzed language, along with
the frequency and connotation of terms.
Definitions
Political Satire - satire that specializes in gaining entertainment from politics by
ridiculing and criticizing those in power.
Advocacy (in journalism) - journalism that offers arguments or conclusions, usually to
fulfill a social or political purpose.
Language - the words that are used in the satirical programs, the frequency in which
those words are used in comparison to traditional news programming.
Objectivity - covering a story with impartiality. Not being influenced by personal biases.
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Findings
Themes that emerged in the coverage of the Pulse nightclub shooting in satirical news
programming were frustration and urgency. Samantha Bee said, “We, as a nation, must find the
political will to reject a mass shooting per day as the price of freedom.” In her segment on Full
Frontal following the attack she acknowledged the standard response to gun massacres in
America. But Bee changed the script, literally saying “Fuck it” to those responses. There is an
understanding between Bee and her audience that the next seven minutes will differ from what
they have heard on mainstream media outlets. Her personal anger and frustration colored the
segment. She said that she is “too angry” and that “love will not win” until the country comes
together and fixes its problem (Bee, 2016). She started the segment off by saying “here we are.”
She is speaking from the perspective of the audience. She asked if she could scream for seven
minutes instead of doing the monologue. Bee personally attacked the shooter, mocking his
selfies, stating that his “lone wolf ass” doesn’t deserve a gun if he can’t find a friend to take
pictures of him. She also called him a “mass shooter du jour.” She questioned America’s
fixation on the Second Amendment and wondered aloud why it is so easy for civilians to get
automatic assault rifles. Bee is also able to respond to gun rights advocates who say, “Sam Bee is
trying to take your guns away!” Her response? She does, calling automatic weapons “penis
substitutes.”
Bee went on to talk about how often automatic weapons are used in mass shootings. She
used a humorous analogy: what Paul Giamatti is to biopics are what automatic weapons are to
deadly mass shootings. Later during the segment, she slammed the awkward response by Florida
governor Rick Scott, who ended his press conference with “bye, bye.” Bee said that she was
surprised that the Florida State House did not have a Rick Scott shaped hole in it (Bee, 2016).
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She demanded that politicians do something. She also mocked legislators who tell people to just
pray in response to mass shootings. Bee cited James 2:17, which says, “Thus also faith by itself,
if it does not have works, is dead.” She ended the segment by praying that God sends the NRA a
plague of boils. Bee’s segment does not intend to be objective because her perspective, her
frustrations and her rage are sprinkled throughout. She even issued a call to action to politicians
like Marco Rubio and Rick Scott who respond to these recurring shootings with the same generic
statements.
Akin to Bee’s acknowledgement of the anger she felt following the attacks, John Oliver
acknowledged the pain his audience might feel by saying that at the moment “it just hurts.” He
mentioned that the attack took place “on Latin night at a gay club, in the theme park capital of
the world” a night that represents what is “wonderful” about America. He also mentioned how
out of place it seemed to tell jokes after a tragedy, calling his show’s own theme music “jarring.
He called the terrorist a “dipshit” and said he is vastly outnumbered by good people who donated
blood after the shooting. Oliver ended his monologue by calling his own show “stupid.”
Throughout the monologue he diminished the importance of his show in comparison to the
magnitude of the tragedy. Oliver’s reflective monologue demonstrated that as a satirical host, he
had the opportunity to be self-aware.
Trevor Noah addressed his audience “not as a host, but as a human being.” Noah brought
up the fact that President Obama had given 12 state dinners but had spoken at 16 press
conferences to address mass shootings, noting that the White House has had “to use more
Kleenex than they’ve had to use clean napkins.” Reminiscent of Bee he talks about the country’s
usual response to these massacres: “We’re shocked, we mourn, we change our profile pics and
then we move on.” He stated that this is “not normal” and uses a humorous analogy to get his
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point across. He compared the abnormality to almond milk and sushi from Walgreens. He then
told a personal story about falling repeatedly when tying his shoe laces. He used this story to
illustrate America’s unwillingness to change its gun laws following multiple and frequent mass
shootings. Noah says the issue is about terrorism and guns. He brought up the murder of singer
Christina Grimmie and how a day after the Pulse Nightclub shooting a guy drove to the Pride
parade with a “shitload” of guns. The South African comedian looked at America’s “love of
guns” then talked about how that love comes at a cost. He asked his audience “if (America)
wants to be a country that takes preventive measures to protect is citizens” or “should the
president prepare speech number 17?”
Larry Wilmore analyzed the shooting from a different angle. He looked at Anderson
Cooper’s interview with Florida Attorney General Pam Bundy in which Cooper questioned
Bundy’s commitment to protecting the LGBTQ community after previously condemning
marriage equality. After the clip is played Wilmore pointed out Bundy’s stuttering while being
“respectfully questioned.” Wilmore then poked fun of Cooper for reading a year’s worth of
Bundy’s tweets. He questioned whether Cooper is “a good journalist” or “just a stalker.” When
Bundy claimed she will put “rainbow hands” on her website as a show of solidarity, Wilmore
slammed her for not following through “on the one bullshit political move” that she said she
would do. Wilmore then revealed a graphic to “help her out”: which is a rainbow-covered hand
flipping the middle finger. Wilmore then challenged Bundy’s defense that she is not homophobic
because she has “so many gay friends.” Wilmore ended the segment by praising Anderson
Cooper and CNN even though he is “technically banned” from appearing on their network.” He
gives them a standing ovation and says, “Way to do your job.”
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A prominent theme of traditional news programs is fact-gathering. PBS News hour
anchor Hari Sreenivan interviewed the managing editor of the Orlando Sentinel, John Cutter, to
get an idea of how Floridians were coping. Cutter discussed how the attack impacted Orlando as
a vacation destination. He described the city as an “inclusive community” where there is a “large
and thriving gay community.” Cutter talked about members of the community reaching out to
Muslims in response to incidents of Islamophobia that occur after terrorist attacks. He talked
about people bringing water and food to first responders. Cutter ended the interview by stating
that there was still a lot of information that they did not know, including why the shooter chose
Orlando to carry out his attack.
On NBC, Nightly News Lester Holt reported on the nightclub shooter’s wife and her role
in the tragedy. The segment’s primary theme is uncovering the facts. She claimed that she tried
to prevent the attack. In the segment, her background is examined including her previous
marriage. Facts about the wife are uncovered to understand why she did not do more to stop the
shooting. The segment produces a timeline tracing the shooter’s familiarity with the nightclub’s
layout to the night of the shooting.
In its clip anchors on BBC News segment delved into the shooter’s past. The attacker’s
possible terrorist connections are examined along with his motives. This segment prioritized fact
collecting and the reporter is asked about fatalities, injuries and whether people have started to
give blood. They also broke news—that was yet to be confirmed— that the ban was lifted on gay
people donating blood. They also discussed the area in which the club is located. The club is
placed in a family-friendly neighborhood where something like this “does not happen” but the
reporter acknowledged that this is what is said whenever a tragedy of this magnitude takes place.
She reiterated that this shooting “is the worst mass shooting in the United States.” She talked
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about how vacationers are familiar with the area. They then discussed the security that surrounds
the club and the surrounding area following the attack. She described the scene: police officers,
security and media camping out in front of the nightclub. At the time of the interview the FBI
was investigating whether the shooting was a terrorist attack. She described America under a
“state of vigilance,” comparing the mood to the alertness following 9/11.
Emerging Themes
The themes that arose from the satirical and traditional programming revealed what was
prioritized. The theme of urgency and frustration emerged from the satirical segments because
they prioritized context over content. Bee, Oliver, Wilmore, and Noah each acknowledged that
gun violence was an issue in America. Each host also pointed to the response—or lack thereof—
of government officials when the shootings took place. For the comedic programming, the
underlying theme was “now or never.” If elected officials continued to let down their
constituents, mass shootings will continue to happen. The satirists chose clips that showed
politicians reacting to previous shootings, only for another attack to take place within a few
months. The satirical hosts provided context and background information, perhaps answering the
question as to why mass shootings are becoming more frequent.
Conventional journalists covered the shooting immediately after it took place, so the
theme that emerged was fact-gathering. Journalists were focused on getting accurate information
the public as quickly as possible. Traditional journalists prioritized getting accurate information
to the public in real time. There was an acknowledgement that 136 mass shootings had taken
place but there was no room to be critical. However, each journalist acknowledged that the
shooting would resurrect the gun control debate. The theme of fact-gathering revealed that the
primary objective of conventional news programming is to inform the public.
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Conclusion
The hope for this study was to extend the research that has already been done about
satirical programs and its response to tragedies. It is important to understand what modern TV
audiences are expecting from entertainment sources. The news cycle does not respond to
tragedies the same way after 9/11. News sources had to release information quickly, accurately
and in the last few years they have had to compete with social media. In 2016, 62 % of adults get
their news on social media (Pew Research Center, 2016). Journalists are expected to report on
mass shootings with caution, humanity and objectivity. In response to the frequent instances of
gun violence in this country, satirists cover the events with more impatience and frustration. The
hosts on satirical programming have more freedom to air out their own frustrations without
restricting themselves to the confines of objectivity. As Amber Day (2010) summarized, political
satire “taps into a very real desire among the public to see a different kind of political discussion
taking place: one not scripted and stage managed by spin doctors” (p. 15).
The findings suggest that because political entertainment hosts are not expected to abide
by journalistic protocol, they can weave their personal views into their reporting. The satirical
hosts communicated with their viewers as human beings who were processing what just
happened. With that came feelings of anger, frustration and urgency. The journalists spoke as
messengers of information without the impassioned commentary. However, if such a large
percentage of audiences are getting their news from social media, they are receiving news shaded
with commentary. On Twitter, people retweet stories along with their opinions about the event.
The news is becoming more interactive and this is changing the journalism landscape. After an
attack in Charlottesville in which a driver rammed into anti-racism protestors, both satirists and
late-night talk show hosts responded to the tragedy. Not only did they acknowledge the sadness
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of the situation but also acknowledged the volatile political climate brought on by Donald
Trump’s election that factored into the incident. The comedians slammed Trump’s lack of
response and his unwillingness to call the attacker a terrorist. The satirists openly criticized the
president’s tepid response to a hate crime.
Political entertainment programs are filling gaps that conventional news programs are
unable to fill. Audiences want more from their journalists. Of course, the job of a reporter is to
inform, but how accurate or truthful is it to leave out context—the underlying background and
causes—of a crime? In the future, journalists will have to find a way to be objective while also
acknowledging those truths.
One limitation of this study is that it focused on one mass shooting. Subsequent research
could analyze the treatment of other attacks that took place in 2016 or compare coverage of the
Pulse attack to Sandy Hook. One could further the research by comparing the demographics of
comedic and traditional program to see how, if and to what extent audience influences content.
Researchers could examine treatment of mass shootings compared to the 2016 Presidential
election to see if it was covered as a type of national crisis. Another limitation was restricting the
type of satire. Future research could include The Onion instead of solely focusing on TV
programming. This research examined conventional news programming instead of pundits to
show the dichotomy between objective and impassioned reporting. To further this study, one
could compare and contrast pundits such as Bill O’Reilly or Anderson Cooper to satirical hosts.
Pundits appear to be just as passionate as the comedic hosts, but perhaps in a different way.
Social media are an important factor in audiences embracing political entertainment since
they can project responses to certain content online (Sienkiewicz, 2012). A segment that hits a
nerve will go viral on social media platforms. Satirical news programming has also gained more
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legitimacy in recent years with John Oliver securing the only interview with NSA whistleblower
John Snowden. John Stewart and Stephen Colbert have also scored interviews with prominent
politicians including President Obama. The outrage over the Jimmy Fallon interview illustrated
that audiences are expecting more from those that are supposed to make them laugh. In 2016,
Fallon had then Republican nominee Donald Trump as a guest on his show. During the
interview, Fallon asked “soft-ball” questions and at one point even ruffled Trump’s infamous
hair. Critics accused the late-night host of “humanizing” Trump. The indignation proved that
audiences are expecting more from their entertainers. While Fallon seemed befuddled about
comedians’ changing role in the political sphere, others have embraced it. As David Letterman
once said when presidential candidate John McCain cancelled an appearance on his show “The
road to the White House runs through me” (Letterman, 2011).
Bad things happen. Catastrophes will continue to take place and how people respond to
these tragedies may or may not evolve. In dark and uncomfortable moments, people rely on
humor to offer perspective and comfort. Kurt Vonnegut, an American writer, once said,
“Laughter and tears are both responses to frustration and exhaustion. I myself prefer to laugh,
since there is less cleaning to do afterward.” Critics of political entertainment have claimed that
satire fails to offer a call to action but based on the clips chosen, that does not appear to be the
case. In each of the segments the hosts would implore legislators or the country as a whole, to do
better. The Onion’s 9/11 pieces were not only shocking because they were humorous pieces
written directly after one of the deadliest attacks on America soil, but also because the articles
were criticizing the government. The articles illustrated frustration over an administration poised
for war against a nation it knew nothing about (Maisel & McClennon, 2014). One headline read
“U.S Vows to Defeat Whoever it is We’re at War With.” Thus, satire has always been a staple of
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American democracy since it “holds the promise of mocking, the stupidity, hubris, and folly of
those in power over us” (Maisel & McClennon, 2014, p. 159).
Based on the previous research and the current study, it appeared as if one reason
audiences gravitate toward satirical news is that when tragedy strikes, satirical programs offered
a moment of reflection (and sometimes condemnation). It is the same thing that drew people to
The Onion after 9/11. The images of the twin towers collapsing No matter what side of the
political aisle they sit on, in moments of sorrow audiences want to see images that reflect what
they are feeling at that moment.
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